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With pride in its past and confidence in 
its future, the Translation Bureau is 
celebrating its 50th anniversary this 
year. Far from resting on its laurels, 
the bureau is energetically and enthu- 
siastically preparing to broaden its field 
of activities and embark on new 
adventures, to which the events of the 
past 50 years are only a prelude. | 
hope this brochure: will whet your 
interest and encourage you to share 
these adventures with us. 


Alain Landry 
Assistant Under Secretary of State 
Official Languages and Translation 


Aldéric Hermas Beaubien 


Pierre Daviault 


Paul Larose Philippe Le Quellec 


A Quinquagenarian Looks to the 
Future 


Created in 1934, the Translation 
Bureau celebrates its 50th anniversary 
this year. How much ink has flowed in 
the past 50 years! How many words 
have been translated or interpreted, 
how many terms catalogued! Like all 
anniversaries, the bureau’s provides an 
opportunity to look back, take stock, 
measure how far we have come, and 
to look forward in an attempt to pre- 
dict what the future holds in store. In 
the pages that follow we have done 
just that. 


A Brief History 


When the Translation Bureau was set 
up in 1934, the proposed legislation 
created an uproar and was passed only 
with considerable difficulty. Many peo- 
ple saw it as a measure directed 
against francophone rights and against 
the principle of institutional bilin- 
gualism. Some feared a reduction of 
services in French and a lessening of 
the influence of French Canadians. The 
French-language press raised a hue 
and cry. While not opposing in prin- 
ciple the centralization of translation 
services, they took the opportunity to 
criticize the government for not abiding 
by the provisions of the BNA Act. 
They also wanted guarantees regarding 
government services and safeguards for 
the existing translators: the 20 or so 
translation service heads who ‘‘ruled 
the roost’’ in their respective domains 
were afraid of losing their autonomy 
and authority and perhaps becoming 
mere underlings, while the parliamen- 
tary translators feared — not without 
reason — that they would lose acquired 
rights (specifically sessional leave, 
which at the time was six to seven 
months). 


The legislation was tabled in the House 
of Commons on January 29, 1934 by 
the Secretary of State, Charles Cahan. 
It moved somewhat erratically through 
the various steps of the legislative 
process: after passing second reading 
on March 8, it went to committee 
(where no amendments were made), 
passed third reading, was tabled in the 
Senate on May 29, went back to com- 
mittee (an unusual step), passed the 
Senate without amendment on June 13, 
and finally received royal assent on 
June 28. 


The first superintendent of the bureau, 
Domitien Robichaud, took office on 
October 2. His was not an easy task, 
but he displayed great ingenuity. The 
mode of centralization he brought in 
was of a Strictly administrative nature. 
While all translation services were 
removed from the control of individual 
departments and agencies and brought 
under the superintendent’s authority, 
they were still located in the depart- 
ments. The changes brought about by 
centralization were actually quite 
limited: salaries were equalized, hiring 
practices were standardized, and 
sessional leave for the parliamentary 
translators was reduced to 10 weeks. 


In view of the considerable opposition 
expressed, however, the original inten- 
tion to amalgamate all translation ser- 
vices was abandoned. The resulting 
structure is still with us, doubtless 
because it rests on the valid principle 
that on-site translators can better meet 
the needs of clients. 


Robichaud was superintendent from 
1934 to 1946. He was succeeded by 
Aldéric Hermas Beaubien (1947-55), 
Pierre Daviault (1955-64), Henriot 
Mayer (1964-73), Paul Larose 
(1974-78), Philippe Le Quellec 
(1978-82) and Alain Landry, head of 
the bureau since 1983. 


Feminists will note the absence of 
women from the list; but it is only a 
matter of time before a woman 
becomes bureau head, for the propor- 
tion of women in the bureau at all 
levels is growing constantly. This, 
however, is a recent trend. Until the 
sixties there were few women transla- 
tors and few women in any other 
public service positions except secre- 
tarial ones. But now 72% of the 
bureau’s staff are women (1,263 out 
of 1,756), including 670 (56.6%) of 
the translators, interpreters and ter- 
minologists, and 48 (42%) of the 
114 managers. 


It is interesting to note that while the 
first four superintendents rose from the 
Debates Section, long considered the 
bureau's first and finest flower, the 
last two have come from Terminology. 


Growing and Changing 


In 50 years the bureau has changed 
considerably, as it adapted to changes 
in society and in the government’s 
programs. 


With the workload growing and 
becoming more diversified, the staff 
had to be increased. From 74 in 1934, 
it rose slowly to 300 in 1958, then 
more rapidly to 500 in 1967, 1,300 in 
1973 and 1,900 in 1978, followed by 
a drop to 1,756 in 1984. 


Translation 


The demand for translation services 
grew even more rapidly: from 76 mil- 
lion words in 1954 (the first year for 
which we have reliable data) to 82 
million in 1958, 117 million in 1967, 
173 million in 1973, 254 million in 
1978 and 280 million in 1983. 


The number of staff translators (990 in 
1984) has grown much more slowly 
than the demand (in part because of 
recruitment problems, but also because 
of budgetary restrictions), and so the 
bureau has had to turn increasingly to 
freelance translators. The proportion of 
work sent to freelancers rose from 3% 
in the 1950s to 6.5% in 1960. It sta- 
bilized at 10% during the sixties and 
then rose gradually to 15% and then 
to 20% during the seventies. It now 
stands around 25%. 


New needs have also meant that the 
bureau’s activities have become more 
diversified. 


Multilingual Services 


A multilingual service existed in 1934, 
but it consisted of one polyglot in the 
Office of the Superintendent, working 
in 12 languages! For a long time, a 
handful of such people provided 
foreign-language services to all federal 
agencies; it was not until the fifties 
that a multilingual administrative unit 
was created. In 1955, this unit had 13 
full-time translators; today it has a 
staff of 80, including 48 translators. 
But to provide service in some 60 lan- 
guages, for which demand fluctuates 
constantly, it has always been neces- 
sary to use freelancers. Demand over 
the past few years has been about 

20 million words per year, of which 
about 60% is contracted out. 


Interpretation 


The bureau is also celebrating the 25th 
anniversary of its interpretation service 
this year. In 1959, following passage 
of a motion tabled by John Diefenbaker, 
simultaneous interpretation was intro- 
duced in the House of Commons. The 
initial group of seven interpreters (who 
had to be trained in just a few 
months) grew quickly. In 1961, the 
service was extended to the Senate, 
then a few years later to the parlia- 
mentary committees, and little by little 
the demand grew for interpreters at 
governmental and international con- 
ferences. Despite staff increases, the 
growth of demand has meant that free- 
lance interpreters have to be called in 
during peak periods. 


The bureau employs 50 interpreters 
and 40 translator-interpreters. Of the 
14,126 interpreter-days worked in 
1983-84, interpretation of foreign lan- 
guages counted for 1,900 of them, 
sign language interpretation for 726 
and interpretation in official languages 
the rest. Full-time staff handled 56% of 
the workload. 


Terminology and Documentation 


The terminology and documentation 
service, now one of the bureau’s prin- 
cipal activities, dates back to 1953. 
The first tentative efforts at systematic 
terminological research and preparation 
of lexicons rapidly bore fruit, and the 
bureau's terminology bulletins were 
soon appearing at the rate of about 10 
a year. Probably the best-known publi- 
cation of this early period is Hector 
Carbonneau’s Vocabulaire général, a 
compilation of general vocabulary 
based on 35 years of research. 


_ It was in the seventies, however, 


under Philippe Le Quellec, that the ter- 
minology service came into its own. 
When the bureau received a mandate 
in 1974 to create a computerized ter- 
minology data bank for the Govern- 
ment of Canada, a great flurry of 
activity ensued. The bank, known as 
TERMIUM, became operational in 1978 
and now contains 750,000 entries. 
The TERMIUM system has 175 ter- 
minals serving 2,000 users throughout 
Canada, and in the United States and 
Europe as well. The system’s size and 
capabilities are expected to increase 
considerably with the introduction of 
TERMIUM III. 


New Orientation 


In 1982 the Translation Bureau merged 
with the Promotion of Official Lan- 
guages Directorate to form the Official 
Languages and Translation sector of 
the Department of the Secretary of 
State, headed by an Assistant Under 
Secretary of State responsible not only 
for providing the language services 
needed within the public service but for 
promoting use of the official languages 
in Canada. To this end the Assistant 
Under Secretary co-ordinates all Secre- 
tary of State activities related to official 
languages. 


While the bureau will continue to 
devote most of its efforts and resources 
to meeting the needs of federal depart- 
ments and agencies, it will also be put- 
ting its experience in language matters 
to work for Canadians generally. This 
does not mean that translation and 
interpretation services will be extended 
to the general public, but rather that 
the bureau will provide advice and, on 


occasion, lend its own language 
experts for short periods to organiza- 
tions wishing to establish language 
services or organize staff training 
programs. 


Looking to the Future 


What do the next 50 years hold in 
store? Given the enormous expansion 
of language services at the federal level 
over the past 20 years, and especially 
since the passage of the Official Lan- 
guages Act 15 years ago, it is hard to 
imagine any reduction in services. 
However, the increase in workload 
already appears to be levelling off, so 
that any future growth is likely to 
follow some expansion in federal 
programs. At the provincial level a 
constant increase in demand and in 
service is to be expected in New 
Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario and 
Manitoba, but as at the federal level, 
what happens will depend to a great 
extent on the political will of the 
general public and the governments in 
power. 


One question that arises is whether 
machine translation is going to put 
translators out of work. Certainly not 
in the short run, but it will definitely 
be a factor in a not too distant future 
(though translators will always be 
needed to make up for the machines’ 
shortcomings). As in the case of the 
new electronic support equipment 
which in the last 10 years has radi- 
cally changed the way services are 
provided (word processors, terminology 
and documentation data banks, man- 
agement information systems), any 
transition to machine translation will 
probably be gradual, and resulting 
negative effects on the labor market 


will be small. Still, because new tech- 
nological developments like the 
‘‘dictograph’’ (which will automatically 
transcribe dictation) and the all- 
purpose translating machine will not 
only improve the quality of service but 
also increase productivity, they will 
tend to reduce the number of trans- 
lators required. Research on fully 
automatic translation and on machine- 
assisted translation is under way all 
over the world, including Canada. 
Computerization will definitely be 
playing an expanded role in the 
provision of language services in this 
country in the near future. 


Machine translation no longer belongs 
to the world of science fiction. The | 
computer age is coming to translation, 
but it will be an electronic tone rather 
than the traditional bell that heralds its 
arrival. 
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